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Puritanical Government.    " Robbing the working man of his beer "
became once more the cry of the hour.
Harcourt had paid dearly for his attempt to institute local option
in 1894, and it seemed as if Asquith would suffer the same fate. His
Bill, with minor amendments, passed the Commons with a majority
of 246, but Unionist leaders and party managers were unanimous
that no mercy should be shown to it in another place. King Edward
watched with anxiety the prospect of a further collision between the
two Houses, and this time on a subject on which it was likely that a
great deal of serious opinion would be on the side of the Commons.
Was it wise, he asked, to proceed in the unceremonious way which
the Unionist leaders were now contemplating, of rejection on second
reading in the House of Lords ? Might not the peers " suffer seriously "
if their attitude was " such as to suggest that they were obstructing
an attempt to deal with the evils of intemperance ? " " Would it
not be better to give the Bill a second reading and attempt to amend
it in Committee ? " He had ascertained that Asquith was ready to
accept amendments, extension of the time-limit and so forth, if he
was assured that they would secure the passing of the Bill. The Kong
saw Lansdowne and endeavoured to persuade him that this would
be the wiser course. The effort was useless. Very important peers,
Milner, Cromer, St. Aldwyn, Balfour of Burleigh, Lytton, were of
the King's opinion, but at a party meeting held at Lansdowne House
on November 26 an overwhelming majority were for rejection on
second reading, and after a brief debate on the following days, the
Bill was thrown out by a majority of 272 to 96. The explanation
which Lansdowne gave for this summary action was that almost any
amendments the Lords might make would be treated, like their
amendments to the Old Age Pensions Bill, as breaches of the Commons
privilege, but the real reason was that both in principle and in detail
the Bill ran counter to one of the longest and stubbornest traditions
of the Conservative party. The brewers would not have it, and this
was decisive.
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Thus again the Liberal Government had been obliged to watch
helplessly the destruction of the principal measure of the session, and
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